nicholas canny westwards of an activity that had long prevailed within both Africa and the Mediterranean basin, and the adoption of chattel slavery as a normal form of labor is frequently referred to as "an unthinking decision" stumbled upon at the moment when entrepreneurs in various locations in the Atlantic undertook to cultivate particular crops, notably sugar, tobacco and rice, that had already come to be associated with black slave labor. 4 Th is position does not allow for the fact that some authors of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries did comment (sometimes with unease) on the phenomenon of slavery, and tendered observations on the moral obligations of the dominant white society towards the slaves whose work enabled their prosperity. Th e texts to which I refer were composed by French and English authors principally in the context of writing Natural Histories of the West Indies, and while we will examine these works sequentially the ultimate intention is to compare French with English appraisals of the phenomenon of slavery.
Th e writing of natural history is as old as the recorded word and can certainly be traced back to Herodotus and Pliny each of whom described, and sought to categorize, the various "barbaric" peoples of whom they had information, and the responsibility of the "civilized" people of their respective classical worlds towards these outliers. Each of these authors was read through the centuries by people conversant with classical learning, but their observations seemed all the more relevant during the early modern centuries when European encounters in the Atlantic basin with a variety of peoples who were completely foreign to them added a fresh urgency to the fundamental question concerning the origins of America and the origins of man.
Spaniards (and some Portuguese) authors were the fi rst to respond to the demand for answers to the philosophical questions that the socalled 'Discoveries' posed for Europeans. Th is is not surprising given that these had the most sustained and varied contacts with the indigenous peoples of America, from the initial Columbus voyage to the close of the sixteenth century.
5 Th ese Iberian authors (mostly priests)
